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Born and raised in Tate county, Senotobia, LEONARD MAIDEN is a Southern Black artist who puts 
on for the Mississippi delta—albeit he's the magnolia state's best kept secret. Maiden's work is 
steeped in the deep South's rural and social culture, bearing such titles as, "Gon' to the Store,"
"When Cotton Was King," and "Sunday Service." He paints depictions of Black folks up against the 






Dear Readers of Yalobusha Review,
Welcome to Yalobusha Review’s inaugural summer issue dedicated to the young,
Black, and vibrant voices of Mississippi! In this issue, you’ll find everything from a
re-imagined travel review to reflections on a mother’s unwavering love to a
rhapsody on the strange business of body parts.
The poems and essays here contain a self-possessed and curious “I.” They ask
questions of the world and bend effortlessly towards the sweetest parts of
Mississippi as a state, summer, and legacy of justice. They retool and reject the
language of totalizing narratives. Here are Black girls who are unafraid to sing,
who want all the smoke, all the sunshine, and all the time in the world to tell
stories that dazzle.
As we made art together during a pandemic, we learned that Black Girl Magic is a
tangible life force that transforms space, both digital and analog. We learned too
that young folks, when given the opportunity to make a poem, tell a story, or paint
a picture, will take what they are given and gift the world something even more
extraordinary: themselves.
The Catherine Coleman Literary Arts and Justice Initiative made possible a
summer workshop that centered the imagination, lived experiences, and artistic
expression of Black youth in Mississippi. The initiative, which connects high
schoolers to graduate students from the University of Mississippi’s MFA program
in Creative Writing, aims to expand access to the literary arts for youth by
exploring the state’s “rich history of arts and justice while modeling intellectual
and artistic curiosity.”
We want to thank Professors Kiese Laymon, Derrick Harriell, and Ivo Kamps for
clearing the way for art when we most needed it. The initiative, dedicated to
Professor Layman’s beloved grandmother, Ms. Catherine Coleman of Scotts
County, seeks “to honor and extend the tradition of Black women like Catherine
Coleman who, given the choice to leave Mississippi for dreams of northern
freedom, chose to stay in Mississippi and make life better for the state’s children.”
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Ms. Coleman believed she and the children of Mississippi had a right to a dignified
life and so, organized church-based summer arts programs in Forest, Mississippi
as an active member of the Concord Missionary Baptist Church while working as a
domestic and chicken plant line worker to support her family.
We honor the legacy of Ms. Coleman and Black women alike in this incredible
issue featuring the art of the Delta’s own Leonard Maiden. We at Yalobusha
Review are honored to be featuring the work of Mississippi’s youth, and present
to you the first of many summer issues.
Love to you and yours,
Ida Harris and Sadia Hassan




MIRRORING MAMA: A DARK-
SKINNED LOVE TO LEARN AND LIVE
BY
Lanette Dishmon
When I was younger, I always thought people would be kind as a rule of thumb.
Living in Mississippi all my life, I learned that wasn’t true. The state of Mississippi
ratified the 13th amendment officially in 2013, and as of June 2020—removed
racist confederate symbol from its state flag. The mindset of some of its citizens
mirrors how slow the state is to change.
My mama once told me: “You teach people how to treat you.”
Mama is dark-skinned; the kind of dark-skinned that glitters in the sunlight, but
doesn’t pass a paper bag test. Her kind of dark has been making people
uncomfortable since she was born. But to me, her dark skin was so smooth and
beautiful I got jealous every time I looked at her. I did not like my own skin. My
skin was never seen as beautifully light or dark. I have a lazy complexion that lied
somewhere in between. Kids I played with placed values on Black skin tone, and
used it to their advantage:
“We’re lighter so we get to be in the front.” That’s the trump card many of them
played against me.
I worked hard to scrub these people from memory. They affirmed that there was
nothing special about me in any way. I believed them until my mother taught me
better. “Mama I wish my skin was as pretty as yours. I wish that people noticed
me.”
These were the kind of statements I began to tell my mother. She looked
surprised, “Thank you baby, God did it not me.”
Mama does not wear makeup. The most she does is a bit of eyeliner whenever she
feels fancy. But mama never touches her skin. She says God blesses her with her
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dark skin so she loves it and takes care of it. She will not cover it up. Mama loves
herself so that others can see how to love her, too. She is unapologetic about who
she is so you have no choice but to accept her, to, too. I wondered why God felt I
should be so average then. When, my mother caught on to how I felt about myself,
she sat me down for a talk. Mama pulled me into her arms so tightly I couldn’t
move. In that moment, it was her arms and the smell of her skin that kept me
grounded. The sweet smell of mama’s skin, and her favorite flowery perfume, filled
my nostrils and comforted me. That scent hasn’t changed since the day I first
remember it. My safe haven was being right there in her arms, breathing her.
“There is nothing more beautiful to me than you. People will talk about you for
being dark, light, or brown. Regardless, remember mama knows you’re beautiful.”
Mama said as she squeezed me.
My tears mixed with her sweat. I cried under the weight of her arms and her love.
My world is my mama. I love mama’s dark skin because she loves it so maybe that
can work for me too.
***
Mama is heavy-set with large working hands. She is no stranger to hard work.
When you are of a larger size society makes it harder to move through life. I guess
that’s why I was so terrified of gaining weight. My middle school years consisted of
blossoming and coming into my own skin as well as my body. I did not know what
to do with this new body that people began to notice. I didn’t know what to do
with stares from boys or praises from family members.
“Girl you sholl filling out. Ya Daddy gone need a shotgun when you get older.”
Aunties teased. They also said my little figure was so cute that I had better hold on
to it. But mama liked to cook and I loved to eat. It didn’t affect me for a long time,
but soon all the eating began to show as I moved through high school.
“Ouuuu, girl you done put on a few pounds. Haven’t you girl?”
Now, my aunties offered diet tips. Their comments hurt both me and mama. We’d
share glances across the room whenever insensitive words flew into the air. It
made me happy to know that I had a partner in this struggle. Mama was big, but I
loved her regardless. I knew those who really loved me wouldn’t mind a little
weight. But mama knew how hard it was to be thick. Mama knew about all the




declarations that she would begin to cook healthy, that we would start to exercise.
I don’t see anything wrong with my body, but I know the possibility scares mama.
“Girl, we gonna drop this here weight and be fine as wine. Unless you want to be
hurtin like yo mama, you gotta slow down baby.”
These phrases are on repeat around the house. We work on us together, and
protect each other from the opinions of others. She tells me that people’s opinions
are a waste of time because you can’t please everyone.
“The only thing that we can do is be the best version of ourselves” she says. “Give
em something to talk about.”
***
Mama did not finish school. Instead, she attended the school of life, and learned to
survive. She made it to where she is now despite the odds and statistics. Even still,
school is not a choice for her kids, it’s mandatory. Each morning before school
mama says,” Do good, think good, be good, you are good.” She says she didn’t have
people to encourage her to make school work so she will for my siblings and I.
Every report card we have ever gotten is saved and tucked away. I was always so
excited to bring them home for mama, and watch her light up. Mama’s smile, when
you have made her proud, is the best thing in the world. She looks at you like you
can do no wrong. This, of course, made me strive for good grades, but in hindsight,
it also damaged me a little. I was terrified to bring home less than perfection.
Throughout high school it was a challenge to continually bring home stellar grades
from increasingly hard classes. Stress became my companion. When I got my first
C, I broke down and cried so hard. My peers couldn’t understand, but I knew I
wouldn’t get that smile from mama. That day I got off the bus with tear-filled eyes,
and walked slowly towards the front door. Everything around me seemed much
more amplified. The bright sun hurt my eyes, the birds chirping annoyed me, and
the heat only made the situation worse. Then my mother opened the door and
greeted me with a smile.
“Why you crying, baby?”
I handed her the report card in response. She saw the grade and said, “I know how
hard you were trying. I know my baby is smart despite this paper so next time we’ll
just have to do better.” I stood there in disbelief, expecting to be yelled at or
whooped. I realized mama never made it to the point where I am academically, so
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everything I do she will be proud of me. I realized that mama created this life for us
with less than what I knew now, and I still thought she was a genius.
My toughest critic is me.
It blows my mind to think that people don’t see the beauty and intelligence of my
mother just by looking at her. She taught me how to treat and respect her, and she
does the same to everyone she meets. Mama learned fast that people would not
respect a dark skin, overweight, highschool dropout, unless you gave them
something to respect.
Mama used to clean houses for white families. She worked hard doing their
laundry, cleaning multiple rooms, and anything else they could think of to write on
their lists. They often tried to figure out ways to cheat mama, demean her, and not
pay her going rate. Yet and still mama did her work with a smile. She took care of
their homes and our’s. Mama’s gift of hot freshly ironed clothes every morning
made me feel loved and thought of. I always wondered how in the world she could
get so much done before we even woke up in the morning. The white families
knew her value, but seldom compensated her accordingly. They underestimated
her, too.  What they didn’t know was that mama had a curriculum ready to teach
those white folks how to treat her properly, and she wasn’t afraid to use it. She
looks them straight in the eyes at all times because she is their equal. She did her
own research on what people were paid for the job that she does, and required it.
She did what she could to stay well-versed in current events and politics. Nobody
was gonna talk over mama’s head and if they did they weren’t gonna know about
it. I was often encouraged to employ those same tactics in my day to day life. Many
summers were filled with me, writing new words and their meaning from the
dictionary. She would challenge me to create stories from these new words and
sometimes teach them to her. Mama encouraged me to be as well learned as
possible in religion, politics, and academics.
“An education is the key to the world.” Mama said.
Looking back, I imagine she was trying to save me a lot of hard lessons. Skinned
knees and aching fingers from cleaning wasn’t the life she wanted for me. As far as
she could see, the only way to escape it was to be as educated as the people who
begrudgingly signed her checks.
Mama didn’t come from  money so there was always a struggle. I came along in her




didn’t have the money for real candy. A drop out with a kid, and no husband.
People assumed mama was ghetto, ignorant, and a host of other things. Each time
she met these assumptions with kindness and character. People quickly realized
that mama was not a stereotype. She is, instead, an individual worth listening to
and getting to know. Mama can walk into a room full of white, black, or blue
people and be perfectly fine with her station in life because she knows her worth
and knows how to teach people that worth as well.
Mama can not spell a lot of words and she sometimes needs help with numbers.
But in no way is mama stupid and in no way will she stand to be treated as such.
Mama can tell you exactly how meals you can make with packs of meat and
vegetables, from the “pick five.” She can tell you exactly how much medicine to
take, and when you’ll be better without batting an eye. Faked sick days from
school were impossible. I think Mama was a doctor, too.
Mama can hear a speech, the news, or a song and tell you exactly what they are
trying to convey even if she doesn’t know some of the words. Mama can stretch
$5 to make a meal.
My daddy didn’t graduate either. He works two jobs and brings home both
paychecks straight to mama. Mama knows which bills to pay and which bills to
extend to keep the house running. I don’t think schools teach that. I think Mama is
a manager, too.
Lucky for me, I have my mother to teach me all the things she has picked up over
the years. If you ask me, mama’s the smartest lady you could ever meet.
Mama has modeled for me how to move through the world no matter what hand
I’m dealt. Everything that I encounter she has, somehow, prepared me just by
being herself in a society that is not built for her. If you let people degrade you—
they will; if you let people abuse you— they will; and if you let people affect your
self esteem and sense of self—they will. That is why you must teach people how to
treat you. I let people know my standards. Because my mama said so. I teach
people that my skin is beautiful regardless of imperfections. I teach people that I
am to be respected because I respect myself. And I reteach myself these things
when I forget. In times like those I think back to how my mama taught me to treat
her, and as a result taught me how to treat myself. So much of her is me. In writing
her, I feel like I’ve put myself on the page. I’m memorializing mama in these pages
because one day, my memories will be the only place to learn from her. My heart
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breaks at the prospect of losing my best friend and life-long teacher. I’m hoping
that these black and white words will be my guide for everything that she wants
me to know when that time comes. In the meantime, it feels good to know the
hardships I will face in life won’t be my downfall. Especially when I can remember
Mama’s dark skin, heavy arms, the sweet taste of her caramels, the smell of her
love, and still push through.
LANETTE DISHMON is from Jackson, Mississippi. A city she claims is rich with
history, both good and bad. Her interests are reading good stories and writing
good stories. “Participating in the Catherine Coleman workshop was a great
experience and opportunity.” Dishmon states. She attends the University of
Southern Mississippi, where she works toward a B.A. in Psychology. Dishmon is a
first generation student but has a great support system beginning with her







I was eleven years old when I went from playing with dolls to being an adolescent
in a bad place. I was dealing with low self esteem. I had a lack of friends, and this
new environment, middle school, was something different. I cried daily. I
distanced myself. I exhibited all the signs of depression, but as far as I knew, I was
just sad. I no longer stood out. I wasn’t the tallest kid in school. No longer was I the
smartest girl. I was not prepared for the transition from elementary school. I
wasn’t the big fish in the pond anymore.
My sadness was no different at home. I had slowly come to the realization I was no
longer daddy’s little girl. He treated me differently the older I got. Our daddy
daughter dates became a thing of the past. Our inside jokes and laughs faded. It
seemed I was no longer the best friend I’d always been to him.
My mom noticed a change in me but he did not. So I confided in her because she
made me feel so comfortable. Sitting in between her lap in our gold-decorated
living room, surrounded by the smell of coconut Blue Magic hair grease and Cantu
conditioner as she did my hair is when we had our best talks.
“I feel like me and dad are drifting apart.”
“Well maybe you should talk to him about it” she said as she gently parted sections
of my hair, and applied hair grease down my scalp with her fingertips.
I dreaded talking to my dad about our vanishing relationship. I wanted him to
know I felt because I didn’t want how I felt to be true. But one day, while sitting in
my room surrounded by my purple-painted walls, and pink accents, we had the
conversation. It was my safe space, and I was comfortable expressing myself in it.
“I feel like you don’t love me anymore,” I found the confidence to say, but as the
words fell on my father’s ears, I knew they were a poor choice.
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“You think I don’t love you anymore?”
I could see hurt on my dad’s face, but his energy and tone conveyed betrayal and
anger, and so did the rest of our talk. Oddly, he ended the conversation with,
“Business first play later.”
It wasn’t the first time my dad said those words. It was the first time I looked at it
negatively, and not  like the corny dad advice I always took it for. I just wondered
when the conversation went left. I remember that moment playing out like a Lizzie
Mcguire episode, where the main character has these inner-thought narrations. I
poured my heart out about how I felt our relationship wasn’t the same, and the
conversation shifted to cleaning the house before I went outside. My sadness
quickly turned into confusion and hostility. I lied in my bed, balled up in covers,
and cried.
The next day, I played outside with friends, which seemed like the only thing that
brought me some happiness. My dad pulled up in his Yukon truck with an angry
glare in his eyes.
“Go home now,” he scolded.
Confused by his actions, I walked back home, remembering I didn’t wash the
dishes. I assumed he was going to preach to me about “business first [and] play
later.”
I was wrong. When he entered the house, he took off his belt. I received the worst
whooping in my life. It wasn’t the physical pain that made it that way, but the
emotional pain it caused me.
I can still see the rage in his face as he popped me with the belt while I was trapped
in the corner of my room. I remember the pitch of my cries as he yelled, “business
first play later.”
He mistook my words, telling him “I forgot [to do the dishes]” for “why are you
doing this?” That seemed to strike a much meaner nerve in him. To top it all off, his
mic-drop moment was throwing the other night in my face: “Now you can cry and
be sad and say I don’t love you.”
I was frightened, but not more than I was angered, enraged, resentful, and




expressed how I felt?  Why throw my words in my face? It’s like he did that
because he was hurt about how I felt.
I realized my dad was a hypocrite.
He whooped me, and fussed about not following the “business first play later”
model, but he didn’t follow it either.
He smoked cigars with his friends before helping my mother around the house. He
ignored simple requests like washing a load of laundry. That realization made me
resent him more.
My mom came in later to comfort me, and talk to me about what took place. I
sobbed under her comfort, warm-loving embrace, and the vanilla scent of Bath
and Body Works lotion.
***
By high school, not much had changed when it came to my feelings about school
life. It was such a parallel to what I went through when I was eleven years old. I
transitioned from my regular common core classes to advanced classes. My
program isolated me from my core friends as well. The classes were on different
floors; we had different teachers; different lunch times, different testing sites; and
different curriculum. It felt like I had moved to a completely different school, miles
away, but I was still at the same old Murrah High.
I sunk into a bed of depression, self pity and anxiety. The rooms in school got
colder in the winter as I wrapped a blanket of depression around my body. Like
before, my mom noticed my sad, empty state, and always offered her support and
shoulder to cry on. She was there for me when I was at my lowest point, and it hurt
me that my dad wasn’t doing the same. I can’t even describe our relationship. It
was like we operated in a cycle of “How was school?” and “Are you doing OK?”
Awkward silences filled the room when we were the only two present. I missed
being able to go to him, and open up about things. I didn’t have my dad’s shoulder
to cry on. I needed it at the time. I tip-toed on eggshells. I never brought up things
that upset me, and only participated in small talk when he was around. Often, I
walked out of those uncomfortable spaces we shared.
My dad stands six-feet-five inches. His build is sturdy, he has big hands and a
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powerful voice. I was never intimidated by him before. Yet, I felt so small, even
though he once made me feel so big. I mustered up the courage to have another sit
down with him. I had everything planned out. Bullet points of what to say was
scripted in my brain, how to say it, and everything to touch on, but when the time
came, I blanked. Standing in his room, feeling the dullness of its gray walls that had
the smell of cigars bouncing off them, the old, raggedy couch, and Sports Center
booming through the TV, did not put me at ease. This time, we were in his domain.
If I couldn’t get my point across in my room, then I couldn’t get it across in there.
“It’s just hard for me to talk to you,” is what I managed to say.
“You could always talk to me about anything,” he said. “I know I seem like this
tough guy, but i’m not. I won’t get mad or yell or fuss, just come and talk.”
I felt reassured and thought maybe I can talk to him about things, but at the same
time I didn’t. He said it was OK to talk, yet he never showed it. And still, after
saying it’s OK to talk, he drifted to “business first play later.”
The “you could talk to me” speech flew out the window. I rolled my eyes, and
thought it literally never fails. I was over the whole “business first play later,”
especially when it was something he didn’t live by, and I did.
I can’t help but to live by it. I spent my next-to-nothing Sky Zone checks on things I
needed for school and necessities. Before I got the chance to consider shoes or
clothes or hanging out with friends, my next paycheck was already planned for
more important things. And ironically, I don’t credit this to my dad, I credit my
mom. My mom has constantly exemplified the saying day in and day out. Using her
last to get me and my sister things for school projects, events, and programs. She
made sure all the bills that keep our house running are paid before any of our
wants are fulfilled. She puts herself on the back burner for the sake of priorities.
She taught me “business first play later” by example. My dad only taught the
words. She is the reason I live by them,  why I’m hesitant about shopping, taking
free time, and self pampering. She’s the reason why I think what do I have to do
before I do anything unimportant.
You’re probably thinking, I thought this story was about your relationship with
your dad. Well it is, but it isn’t. It’s a lesson that words mean almost nothing if
actions don’t accompany them. All my life my dad has told me “business first play
later” but showed the opposite. There were days He hung out with his friends,




care of business around our house.
My mom has shown me countless times without opening her mouth, and that is
what stuck with me.
My dad silenced me. He made feel like five-year-old Jazz, a child who was too little
to speak to him like an adult, and he’s never shown me different.
My mom allowed me to have a voice. She welcomes me with warm open arms to
express myself to her in any and every way.
My dad threw tantrums.
My mom was understanding, empathetic, and compassionate.
Don’t get me wrong, I learned from both my parents.
My mom taught me “business first play later.”
My dad taught me actions speak louder than words.
JASMINE SMITH is from Jackson, Mississippi. She graduated from Murrah High
School, and now attends Hinds Community College, where she’ll study radiology
and ultrasound technology. Smith enjoys journal writing, listening to music and
doing her makeup and nails in her free time.
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LETTER TO MY FUTURE DAUGHTER
Alana Brown-Davis
I don’t recall telling you the story of how we cultivated a land of crops and flowers 
during quarantine. Your grandma, although she prefers the title Gold Del, was off
work and said to herself: Self, I think I’m gonna plant a garden this spring.
She recruited me, or shall I say made me assist, by ending my superficial pleasures:
bingeing My Name Is Earl or chilling on the couch. I found out soon enough that
Mama had other intentions for this extended spring break. I would not be wasting
my time on that little digital drug called a phone.
If I could give a rough estimate of the amount of money Mama spent on potting
soil and whatever flower could bring a rainbow to a garden that would make
passers by have car accidents–marigolds, lilies, hydrangeas, lantana,verbena–I’d
have to say she spent about two hundred dollars on flowers alone. I took on the
job of pulling up weeds so that they wouldn’t smother the flowers, using rusted
tools that were probably made by neanderthals. One of them broke after I
slammed it in the dirt about ten times trying to catch a stubborn root that wanted
to remain hidden. Dry dirt caked my gloves as I yanked the weeds and removed
the old, white marble rocks holding them in place.
After an hour’s worth of work, my upper calves and biceps began to hurt. I could
picture my great-grandfather working in a field where my house is currently built.
He’d probably have told me to keep digging; that it’d only take longer if I kept
stopping. He died two years before I was born. From the stories I’ve heard,  if he
had been out there in the garden with me, he’d probably have shook his head out
of disappointment.
His stock ran through me, and not in a way that flows in your blood and fills you up
with something wonderful. It missed the mark somewhere along the way. You’d
never catch me planting ‘cause I had bigger fish to fry.  My sole concern that
summer was with anything that got me out of  Mississippi. I could hear it already:
Oh so, you’re one of those folks ashamed of being from the South? No, anything
but that. I was a proud black chick from the sip who spoke with a drawl and




I ran barefooted in the grass and drank from the hose whenever I’d be watering
the plants and on top of that the sight of dirt roads was always and forever will be
pleasing. Yes, your mama was country.
I had an urge to reinvent myself long before the virus hit. I could never determine
what was the cause of it. Probably a hunger to see the scary world for what it was;
not a complete monster, more of a place in need of understanding. It sort of
stemmed from the funeral of my grandmother’s friend that I went to as a child.
The idea came to me in the middle of her eulogy that she had never traveled to
Paris, or even the fifty states–just from her home of Mississippi to Louisiana. I
thought of that as living in this box and I couldn’t do that. There were so many
folks I saw die without having an adventure, sometimes refusing to.
It could’ve been just the “city”  I grew up in. You know all the small towns like to
call themselves cities so folks won’t forget that they matter too. All that there was
in our town was fast food restaurants, gas stations that had started to close early
because of robberies, and old buildings losing their shine. Every year on the first
Saturday in June, the Dairy Festival would come and leave us longing for three
hundred and sixty five days for the next summer. When my grandma was a kid
there was even a movie theater. Now, you gotta travel forty something miles to
find one, or, truth be told, anything entertaining. And I wasn’t the only one who
was looking for a way out.
A man I talked to once put it in perspective : There’s nothing here for y’all to look
forward to. We’re losing yall. Most of the youth go to college in the state then
leave to find something better. The industries are struggling and let’s not forget
the so-called “hospitality” when it comes to back-handed bigotry. I had made it up
in my mind by the time I was about thirteen that I was going to get out some kind
of way. I didn’t know how,  I just knew it had to be by the time I left school.
The only thing that was somewhat of an oasis was Jackson, the state capital, and
the few appealing things there were the JSU band and the Mississippi Civil Rights
Museum. You know, I didn’t even want to go to college in the state because I
figured if I did, that was one more way I’d be stuck here forever. I was also one of
those kids that if Mama went to the Piggly Wiggly without me,  I sat in fear until
she texted me to come help her with the groceries. So many folks died in a split
second that I didn’t want her to be one of them. That was the dilemma I was in. I
wanted to get away but how far could I go that was still close to home?
I always was scared of it.  I could be listening to a song about it that normally
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wouldn’t bother me, then a lyric would give me this angsty vibe. All of a sudden, I’m 
trying to erase this image of my headstone in a graveyard filled with dead relatives 
that’ll be there forever. I think that’s the big kick in the butt. There’s so much we 
can say if to. If  it does happen great, if it doesn’t happen, oh well there’s always 
next time. That’s probably the main reason why the pandemic had everyone on  
edge. Within one week, everything shut down because of a virus that none of us 
thought could hurt us, young folks especially. It was reserved for the old, not us. 
Not me, who hadn’t gotten out of this desperate state to see what else was out 
there. Not my friends who wanted the same thing as me: to breathe. So, when the 
news reports came on about the increasing death toll, I left the room. When my 
grandma got calls in the middle of the night about cousins who’d passed away and 
may’ve had the virus, I left the room. I wanted to be like the perennials I helped 
Mama plant in her garden knowing that I’ll be reborn the next spring.  I wanted to 
fall into the soil and then come back precious.
This is what I think while watering your grandmother’s flowerbeds. By now the 
flowers have wilted from lack of care–marigolds, lilies, hydrangeas,
lantana,verbena– some grasping onto the sun for life, the others long gone. All of 
the weeds grew back just as soon as we pulled them out the dirt. We laid black 
tarpaulin down and added more marble rocks to make the plants stand out, but we 
never finished what we started. I guess we’ll do it again next year if we live to see 
it. If.
Death is bound to happen one way or another and I guess I’m eventually going to 
have to live with that. I don’t know how or when or even if I’ll meet you before it 
does. Just know that your mom wasn’t perfect so she doesn’t expect you to be. 
Don’t ever settle, please don’t and if you want to explore the world do it. You 
cannot hold back, baby. None of us have much time and you shouldn’t spend 
whatever amount you may have waiting for something spectacular to happen. 
Watch the seeds and learn from them. It was a process to get them to the glorious 
flowers they were and for you it will be the same. I don’t have many answers to 
give but I’ll guide you. Make sure you always look over your shoulder when you 
feel alone. I’ll be there smiling.
I love you baby.
ALANA BROWN-DAVIS is a rising junior from Tylertown, Mississippi and attends
South Pike High School. When not reading or writing, she enjoys bingeing Netflix






The Journey of My Name
The name is Jayla
in a different universe Jala
Given to me by a young mother
a new mother
a Christian mother
Victorious Woman of God, it meant
overtime: changed, reversed, made anew
In the next five years, the name would describe a young child of light and joy
In the seven years after, the name would conform, become lost,
forgotten
In the three years to come, the name would find its meaning again
but only after a long search
only after the long years of mistaken identity
The name has since found home in a teenage girl who is curious and intuitive
who still searches for meaning, but is no longer lost
Viñales, Cuba Reviews
Anonymous: Beautiful place.
Marcia Gibbs: Peaceful. Quiet. Serene.
Mike County: Good food.
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Mya Perez: When I first got off the bus, I was embraced by a warm breeze,
welcomed by smiling faces, nose hugged by the smells of clean air and freshly
cooked beans.
Just like in the movies, the aroma led me to a quaint restaurant.
Painted with the colors of the country’s flag,
red white and blue,
sitting in the intricately woven chairs,
menu on my lap,
guava juice in my right hand,
handle of my luggage in the other,
I gazed.
Gazed at the towns rolling green hills.
Gazed at the town’s children running wild in dirt roads.
Gazed at the town’s people who lived in peace.
Here I thought, this is the place I will spend the rest of my life
Low Expectations
I convince myself that people are essentially bad.
Always reminding myself that true human nature is selfish and wicked.
Constantly thinking that we, the humans, will be the cause of our own extinction.
Though how could I not think these things?
How could you blame me for never being able to share a story in which mankind
was good.
I sit in these history classes being taught over and over again about wars, battles
and just a few of the world’s greatest evils.
I try to remind myself not to give up hope.
        Give them a chance.




because I don’t see a future for the world.
JAYLA SHEFFIELD is an incoming junior at Pomona High School in California.
Sheffield aspires to have a career in journalism working for Teen Vogue. Some of
her favorite activities include skateboarding, listening to music, reading, and
watching Avatar: The Last Airbender.
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I refuse to cower in your presence
I refuse to let you look down at me
You tell me to speak out against injustice
Unless it conflicts with what you think
You tell me if you say it it’s the truth
But you are not always right
You refuse to admit when you are wrong
You don’t accept that I am not your little girl anymore
I have grown into my beliefs
I speak my truth
And you speak yours
But I do not have to agree with you
I deserve as much respect as you
We are not peers
You are not better than me
Or more worthy
You might be the past
But me
I am the future
My children are the future
Why are you deciding what world I live in
After you are long gone
After you are six feet under
Buried just as deep as our
Opinions where buried
In your minds
Buried along with the insensitive traditions
And stereotypes
Buried with the souls of the natives




Buried in the ocean with my ancestors
Who knew that
Death
Was better than chains




I am not here to be unheard .
I am not ladylike .
I will laugh and scream and yell .
I will run and jump and fall .
I am my scars.
I am melanin dipped in sunshine and cocoa butter .
I am not an angry black girl .
I am that girl that is always too loud and laughs at the wrong times .
I am thousands of stories , words , and memories .
I am sour gummy bears and romantic movies .
You do not define me .
You can not control me .
I decide my future .
I decide my life .
You just decide if you’re in it .
What I tell myself
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I tell myself that the world is cruel and unforgiving .
Others tell me the same .
I don’t tell myself of the smiles or the random acts of kindness .
They don’t tell me of the innocence it holds in its core .
I tell myself that I will never be good enough .
And eventually I find that I’m not good enough .
I am great enough ,
To be who
And whatever I want to be .
BIJOU DAVID is a budding, artist, writer, and actor. She enjoys baking, reading,
and watching rom-coms. Bijou writes mostly declarative pieces on the







tiger stripes tattoo the creases of my legs.
ma calls them a rite of passage
into womanhood & i wonder if that sacred
thing includes the craters on my face
and the way they swell with pus
in the aftermath of my period. The drabness
of this body: a stomach covered
with spots of eczema, teeth stained yellow.
I roll the black ring on my
knees into brown patellas,
my genetic makeup
has a knock-kneed gait, unveiling
two twig-like appendages. my thighs, aching from
the weight of carefree hips, nestle in jeans that
hug them so tight I learn to give in to tenderness.
Self-Portrait as Marie Laveau
in those days I was
thee queen.
my crown made of diamonds
glistening in the bonfires
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of Congo Square. on the
holiest day of the week
the gatherings commenced
and we sang ballads to loa.
Laveau was said to have
traveled the streets like she
owned them.
cemeteries know my name. I
get eaten by arcane lore—
in faith that my body will be
summoned from spray painted
Xs.
with omnipotent bags of
gris-gris carried in their
left to whisk bad luck
away with righteous means.
when it is finished, they
push further along into the
shadows of New Orleans
and I rest here awaiting
their arrival.
ALANA BROWN-DAVIS is a rising junior from Tylertown, Mississippi and attends 
South Pike High School. When not reading or writing, she enjoys bingeing Netflix 







There is a certain intimacy between
the predator and the prey.
The hunter and the hunted.
Can you feel it? I can.
I can hear your labored panting,
even though you try to mask it.
The sound of a cornered dog.
Does that make me the dog catcher?
I didn’t catch you, did I?
No.
You fell into my lap, with your need
for validation and a cure for the lack thereof.
I know I scare you.
The fear my presence gives you has
steeled every muscle in your body,
save your lungs.
Your delicious fear; tasty, tasty terror.
Really, a treat.
You shouldn’t have.
Oh, but you will.
I’m getting tired of this game, Billy.
Georgie didn’t give me this much of a
hassle. Georgie wasn’t a hassle at all.
Billy, don’t you miss Georgie?
Don’t you want to see him?
I can take you to him.
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Do you want to float, Billy?
Georgie floats.
Don’t you miss Georgie?








naive to the troubles
of childhood, adulthood,
and everything in between.
There is your mother,
her exhaustion almost palpable.
She looks at you and smiles,
her eyes too tired to crinkle at
the edges. The huffing holding her
chest hostage is an homage to
you, to your life, to your breath.
Through her labored inhales,
she cries. And so do you.
Cry, little baby.
Let her know how cold you are.
She’ll hold you closer.
Let her know you’re hungry.
She’ll feed you.




And she’ll love you too.
The Ballad of Black Folks
With a line adapted from Dante’s Inferno
               You pledge allegiance to the flag of a nation
that turned a blind eye
when three white officers
shot and killed
a black EMT
during an unwarranted raid
as she slept.
               You pledge allegiance to the flag of a nation
that actively ignores
black men
when their last words
are muffled
by cotton-covered knees and cop-coms.
               You pledge allegiance to the flag of a nation
that refuses
to acknowledge
the fact that young black men
are being ripped from their homes
stripped and strung
in trees like lanterns.
               You pledge allegiance to the flag of a nation
where jogging is a death wish
where going home is a death wish
where driving is a death wish
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where waking up in the morning and leaving
your home is a death wish.
               You pledge allegiance to the flag of a nation
where liberty and justice
are only given to those
that look nothing like me
and call it patriotism.
               How unpatriotic of me to want nothing to do with it.
               Need I remind you that the white men who
fought for your freedom came adorned with a pointy white hat?
               Or that the only reason white people care so much
about The Holocaust is because they saw the victims
every time they looked in the mirror?
               Or that Mr. Lincoln only broke those chains of bondage
because he wanted to protect his caucasian counterparts?
               But you didn’t learn about that in school, did you?
You didn’t know that the police force was originally called “slave patrol”.
You didn’t know that the incarceration system was established the year
black people were liberated by the Emancipation Proclamation. You didn’t know
that the 13th Amendment wasn’t ratified in MS until 2013. Did you?
               You see, your education was drenched in bleach,
fading the colored to white and forgiving the sins of your heroes.
But their transgressions are not yours to waive.
They committed crimes against those of us that have the sun
stitched in our skin. They pillaged, raped, and left
us to build a country on our broken hide.
               I have forgotten what it is like to not hate
the nation from which I hail.
I have forgotten what it feels like to look at the flag with pride.
Because when you say America, you think home of the free




               But to me, America is a holding cell.
America is a traffic stop gone wrong.
America is unwarranted raids, broken oaths,
and legalized slavery.
America is racism materialized.
It’s freedom for fascists,
it’s abandon all faith ye who enter here.
So, forgive me if I refuse to respect the flag of a nation that refuses to respect me.
AZYA LYONS is a senior at Mississippi School of the Arts. Her play “Togetha” will
be produced by ENOUGH: Plays To End Gun Violence this December. Her poem
“Why I Live at the P.O” won an honorable mention in the 2019 Ephemera Prize.
She likes watching Netflix, sleeping, and clowning her friends.
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To Ms. Della Faye Carter, from the rose in your garden
You picked me up and planted me into this earth.
I don’t know why you picked me but at that moment, I felt like Simba being shown
off to the proud lands. I felt like Cinderella when the glass slipper slid right onto
her foot. I felt like a bride on her wedding day. I felt like a woman with a fresh new
cut and a woman with new hair all in one.
Was it because of what you saw that I would become once I was nurtured or was it
because you needed me to help you become the person you wanted to be?
You woke up at the crack of dawn to water me with your tears. You sang to me
about the sun smiling down from a blue sky onto evergreen forests and clear blue
waters, about lightning bolts striking through vicious purple mountains, winds
gushing from the point where wet and dry meet. You woke up at the crack of dawn
to nurture me even when you had no hope, no energy, or purpose. You risked your
life every day for the sake of mine. You chopped the heads of serpents not
questioning whether they were there to harm or help me.
Sometimes I wonder, did I need you or did you need me?
Sometimes I wonder, did you pick me for the sake of me or you?
When you left it hurted like hell.
Yes, the heavenly father watered me but without you, I still felt lonely.
I know you miss me and I miss you too.
You have prepared me for all seasons.
You have prepared me for sunshine and thunderstorms.
It is time that I nurture myself.
I know that you are pouring your sweat and tears into others.






In order to live
I’ve told myself that the world don’t love me.
I’ve told myself that it isn’t easy out there.
I’ve told myself this world will chew me up and spit me out.
So I’ve done what I figured would be best.
So I’ve done what I figured would help me survive.
I created an armor.
I froze my heart, my emotions, and cut the string to anything or anyone that has 
ever loved me.
Then somewhere, somehow, someplace, something changed in the blink of an eye. 
I began to find peace in this cold, heartless, unloving world.
I began to love.
I began to find love.
I tell myself that the world loves me in its own kind of way.
I tell myself that it’s like a rollercoaster out there. There will be moments when my 
stomach drops
and moments when my laughter is unstoppable.
I tell myself that I will bloom and the world will provide all kinds of weather.
I tell myself the world is beautiful.
I tell myself that the world is perfectly imperfect.
The Imprint I leave on Others
My name is the first thing I ever owned
My name is forgettable to the customers that shop at my job yet unforgettable to
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the people I’ve
shared tears and laughter with
My name is sweet and sour
My name is the first day of summer and the last day of winter
My name is like a slug laying in salt,
a thorn on the people’s tongue that will never have my trust
My name is permanent yet ephemeral
My name tastes like black licorice, the smell of rotten eggs, and
the bitterness of stank breath,
a weight on the girl’s tongue that saw me: vulnerable, uncut, sun shining, full of
laughter,
and lovely
My name taste like the sweet juicy watermelon my grandmother cut for me and
my cousin’s
during the hot Mississippi summers,
A piece of candy on the tongue of the girl I made mud pies with in the
neighborhood
When it is my time to shine I will shine like the blazing sun
My name along with my Lord Savior will be the only two that stick before and
after I bloom into
the flower I want (meant) to become
My name is the title of my book
My name is the title of me
JALEIA CARTER attends Forest Hill High School in Jackson, MS. An alumna of the
McMullan Young Writers Workshop at Millsaps College, Jaleia discovered her
passion for poetry in ninth grade after watching a spoken word video. She has
been writing for six years and writing poetry for three. She is truly thankful for
people that have helped her discover her talent but most importantly, she thanks
the man above who blessed her with this gift and desire.
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